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мусом ДМ Ге хо) 
THE BRINK OF 
LIFE AND DEATH 


Created, Written, and Illustrated by 
STAN SAKAI 


Introduction by 
Ковт Возтек 


Usaci Үолмво 


Discoveries 


1 have to admit to a certain thrill, sitting down, 
to write this introduction. This is Usage Yojimbo, 
There'll be a Usagi Yojimbo trade 
paperback out there that Thad something to do 
with. [ke the thought of that, and that's why 1 
said, “Sure, you bet the moment Iwas asked to 
dothis 


after all 


But that eaves mewith a problem. Now Ive get to 
write the piece, and there's not a lot Jan tell oo, 
whether you're new to Usag ora longtime reader 
likeme. 


1 can't, for instance, tell you much about Stan 
ALA СУДА A A 


in a hotair balloon together — Stan had come up. 
to my neck of the woods fora comics conv 

and one of the things the convention organizer 
(he ever affable Richard Finn) likes to do is 
show the guests a fun time in return for signing 
‘autographs and such atthe con. On this particular 
day, we got up at he crack of dawn and watched 
asthe folis from the ballooning company laidout 
the brightly colored balloon, fied up the burners, 
and filled it with hot air until it was straining to 
be aloft. And епа bunch of us pile in and took 


"m 


Tt was spectacular — being above the familiar 
‘countryside turned i strange and exotic: the 
‘early-morning mists, the sensation of absolute 
stillness as the world rolled by beneath us, the 
sudden awareness of speed as we descended to 
just above the treetops. f you're а comics crestor 
and Richard Finn ever invites you to a show by 
all means say yes: you'll get to do this yourself, 
(ог go river rafting or skiing, ог some other such 
similar ela 


ght, Вы Stan? He was the quiet guy at 


the back. can't say 1 got to know him, memorable 
though the trip was. 


‘other than that, Iie talkedto Stan on the phone a 

time or two, and seen him st conventions signing 

books and doing rabbit head sketches for healthy 

lines of Usagi devotees. Неа nice guy — pleasant, 

friendly. modest, snd amazingly talented — but 1 

dont really know him well enough to share any 
сізге insights about hi 


And 1 can't exacily rattle on about sixteenth- 
century Japan, setting the stage for the adventares 
youre going to be reading. For one thing, Stan's 
already taken care of it, with the elegant and 
hek аа BE a РУ 


TNT WAT PMU Tr RIL, ICMAT РИ vir 

readersup to speed, and which expect runs either 

at the beginning of this collection or atthe start of 

the two-part “Noodles” story it originally 

introduced. And for another, I don't really know 
e subject. B 


that much about. 


call, all 1 know 
about feudal Japan, 1 learned from James Clavell 
novels and Usagi Yojimbo — and probably some 
Wolverine comics, but 1 have my dou 
their dependability as historical resources. It's 
funny. I'm a big proponent of doing comics for 
specific audiences, catching readers’ attention 
with the cont ing to tempt 
customers into buying stuff they're not interested 
— if you want to attract mystery buffs, do 
mystery comics; don't do superhero comics with 
mystery elements and expect that'll be enough. IF 
you want to attract romance buffs, do romance 
comics, and so forth. And I firmly believe this — 
but Pm the antithesis of the argument, since feudal 
Japan and samurai adventures aren't a big inter 
est of mine. Irsnot like I go out оби 
such mate: 


да about 


nt rather than tr 


to avoid. 


| — but I don't seek it out either. 


And yet, the setting and culture of Usagi Yojimbo 
are immensely important to the series. Story after 
story features introductions to and explanations 
of aspects of feudal Japanese culture and legend, 
and this volume is no exception — from the 
seaweed farmers of “Kaiso,” to the authentic GF 
соггирд village justicesystem and sol 

of “Noodles,” to the repercussions of Western 
intrusion into Japan in “Bats, the Cat, and the 

ind more. 


And Ive got to say, Hove it all, 


that brings me to the third thing I can't tell you. 


that much авсан Which i the син төледім 


I can tell you my reaction to them, which is flat-out 
awe. 1 referred to some of Stan's work as “elegant” 
a few paragraphs back, and that’s an understate- 
ment. In an industry overwhelmed by in-your-face 
spectacle, Stan is a master of restraint, setting 
the stage slowly and deliberately and letting the 
VIRO A TTT ATAU Er 


АРТИ григорияе Hi НАУ 
of a samurai traveling on foot. But it also results 
in comics far more exciting than the gaudiest of 
the in-your-face stuf, since the restraint provides 
а context agsinst which the violence and danger 
that permeate these stories come as a sh 

ugly interruption of life. 


1 could point out examples: look at the first page 
of “Lightning Strikes Twice.” at the panels Stan 
has chosen — birds over the woods, the high 
дена! shot of the road, and the slow zoom4 
that introduces us to ordinary, everyday people 
going about their business — only to break that 
carefully constructed mood in a single panel, as 
the people turn out to be anything but ordinary, 
and Inazuma reacts to their imminent attack. 
And then weturn the page and the scene explodes 
in action, the peace and beauty shattered. How 
ve been if St 


much less effective would that 


had opened with the action, without first giving 
to the setting? (Of course, Stan 
does open stories with action, but th 

‘carefal look, too, as in the way “Noodles” intercuts 


us time to relax i 


25) 


А А НАРАВИ а У а UTI 
Usagi’sslow, relaxed walk, building to a gag rather 
than an explosion.) And I could point to the way 

is panels 一 no dramatic angles for 
no wild layouts to “jazz up” thepage 
— just clear, straightforward storytelling that lets 
the beauty of the drawing come through, focuses 
on content and mood, and always, always tells 
the story rather than distracts from it. 


1 could explain why it is that the setting and 
culture fascinate 


с so much here, how S 


such a good storyteller, such a good expl 
the history and mythology lessons we get along 
the way don't feel like lectures, but discoveries 一 
as you'll see in the many pages of "Kaiso" that are 
devoted to showing the reader (and Usagi) what 
seaweed farming entails, and how it shapes the 
lives ofthose who make their living at it 


But that’s the thing, isn’t it? You're going to see 
it in "Kaiso;" You're going to read that first page 
of “Lightning Strikes Twice’ and the opening 


sequence of “Noodles.” You have the book. If 


you're a longtime Usagi reader like me, you know 


(this stult; 


PAIRED EE та деторпиеп DIU хе 

about to find out. And either way, you don't need 
you about it ahead of 

stuff I'd love to talk about — the heartbreak in 


me tell e. The 


these stories, the moments of poetic justice, the 
treachery and resourcefulness — but Т don't want 
to spoil it for you. You'll read it in the stories, as 
you should. 


So what is there for me to tell you? These аге 
the sto the final two issues of Mirage 
Publishing's run of Usagi Yojimbo and the first 
six issues of Dark Horse Comics’ run (plus a stray 
backup story from an earlier Mirage issue). You're 
gonna love em. That's all you need to know. 


ies fron 


But humor me— if you seeme at а convention and 
you've got this book, pretend like Г accomplished 
Something in this intro, okay? I've wanted to be а 
part of this series for years. and I'd hate to think | 
was completely irrelevar 


KonrBusten 
MARCH 1998 
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Story Notes 


Orıcın TALE 

Masterless samurai weecalledroniniterlly "mer. 
ofthe wave, because they were subject to the ebb 
an flow of, without ord о anchor hem. Many 


of hese лийг were desperate men 
Г 
thegreat Sword Hunt of 187, which had supposedly 


ying to carn a 
ту way they could. Additionally. even after 


disarmed everyone outside of the samurai class, 
there were sill criminals who wore the tuo swords 
and passed t 

also groups such asthe atkadate chivalrous men) 
‘who were feudal Japan's equivalent df todays 


elves off as samurai, There were 


street gangs and walked about openly in defiance 
of the laws forbidding. anyone outside of the 
warrior las to wear swords, It is по wonder that 
тез wearing swords were looked upon with fear 
and suspicio, 


ай, though still technically a тий, better fits 
Ше category of kerge (maser swordsman)— 
samurai who voluntary chose aot to serve а lord, 
but went on the mushe shugy (warrior plgrimage) 
to hone their spiritual and martial skills. The mache 
зашо can range from the lene wanderings of 
Miyamoto Musashi to the pllgramage of Tsukahara 
Bokuden, who traveled with eighty attendants and 
hada procession as elaborate as any fudallord, 


e 


Като 

[Nori seaweed lave did into thin, black sheets about 
tight inches square. There are three types: seasoned, 
unzasoned, and toasted. It is used to add flavor 
то soups, deep fried as tempura fitters, eaten with 
‘vegetables, orwrspped around various kinds of sushi. 


Eu. 


Kichiro’s seaweed farn 
Tokyo Bay shortly 

The seaweed fe 
have been unique to this 


is based upon a farm in 
fier the tı h 
es and geta-stilts may 
ime and/or area; 1 did 
mot find any mention of them im descriptions 
of farms further north. Each family in the village 
had their own plot in the offshore field. How- 
ever, poaching was a very real problem—so much 
so that the police regularly cruised the area to 
deter thieves, 


n of the twen 


Most of my research for this story came from 
an exhibit and video on kaiso farming that was 
shown in 1993 at the Peabody Museum in Salem, 
Massachusetts. (They have an excellent Asian wing. 
by the way.) 


Books consulted include Japan Day by Day and 
Japanese Homes and Their Surroundings. both by 
Edward S. Morse, one of the Museum's founders. 
These refere 


ie gave wonderful insights 
life in Japan, complete 

of a kaiso pole and the architecture of a 
fisherman's home, 


o daily. 
ith illustrations such as 


Peabody Museum of Salem, ES. Morse Collections 
phy, published 

18, is a wonderful collection of three 

hundred hand-tinted photos, taken from 1890— 

1000, depicting many aspects of Japanese Шо from. 


Japan by Shogakukan 


Other references include: 


Japa by Charles Du 


*ryday Life in Imperial 
mu which р 


ores а woodcut 
Ног of a seaweed shop on which I based 
establishment (incidentally, the ya 
at the end of his name in the first panel of page 23 
indicates a place of business, as opposed to ап 
h would indicate a person's name); Dictionary 
of Japanese Culture by Kojima and Crane: Quick 
and Easy Sushi Cookbook ћу H. Tohyama and У. 
Moriyama, which contains information on nori 
and, lastly, photos of a seaweed farm in northern 
Honshu taken by my parents when they visited 
Japan, many of which I used as reference. 


merce) 


Noopıes 

In Japanese folklore, faxes, or hiteune, were magical 
creatures, tricksters who could be benevolent as 
well as malicious. They are guardians of rice crops 
and messengers of Inari, the god of harvests: When 
а fox reaches a hundred years of age, its spirit can 
possess a person, causing insanity, and at one 
thousand years old, it grows nine 

great wi ‘oxes can also shape-change at will, 
often taking the form of a beautiful wom: 

‘on these stories that based my own Kitsune. 


I and attains 


It we 


PL 


К ИСИ 
selling everything from fresh flowers to sandals and 
brooms to hot foods. Noodless soba stand is based 
upon an 1890 photograph found in the Peabody 
Museum of Salem, E.S. Morse Collection/ Photography, 
ished in Japan by Shogakukan Publishing. 


в used by the Japanese: 
the rigid fan, which came from Chin: 
or folding fan. 


and the sensu 


The sensu appeared as carly as the seventh century 
and was a purely Japanese invention, It assumed 
various symbolic meanings, from the rituals in the 
imperial court to props used by street jugglers. It 
was a symbol of authority, as in the case of a battle. 
fan used by a commander to order his troops. Even. 
today, the referee at a sumo match carries a fan. his 
y the color ofits tassel, 
theater an 


dance. People. 
eremony must carry a fan tucked in 
ir Kimono, though it is never used except to pass 
small cakes. Giant fans are carried in the festival of 


Amaterasu at Ie: and Bi 


bogmai, the god of pov- 
erty, is depicted holding a fan. 


Magistrates in larger towns were equal in status to 
some daimyo (lords). The magistrate was respon- 
sible for the policing of the town, settling civi 
and нэм 


в travel permita 
deal with samurai or priests, for whom there were 


special officials 


лтан Рату en? amr Alan Po AR m 
ally hereditary positions within the samurai family. 
"The doshin served under the yoriki. Though this was 
also a hereditary samurai position, they carried 
only one sword. Below them were the otappiki 
townspeople who patrolled the streets and basically 
acted as eyes and ears for the police. The symbol of 
authority ofthe police was the jte, a forked dirk that 

па hold a blade in its prong, rendering a 
cles. 


can catch 


sword u 


Research for this section came from Secrets of the 
Samerai by Ratti and Westbrook, Everyday Life in 
Imperial Japan by Charles Dunn, and Shinju by Laura 
Rowland @ well-researched murder mystery that 
takes place in 1689 Edo). 


Susano-o-Mitto, 
the Shinto deity of storms. He is the brother ої 
Amaterasu, the sun goddess, and was born from 


to whom Kitsune refers, is 


who. with the 
зе archipelago. He slew the 


created the Japan 
headed dragon and found the sword to becom 


Sumu EL imperial краћа 
For the first part of the story, besides the books 
Enduring Folk Arts by Аташ 


d on Mingei: Japan's 
Saint-Gilles, Japanese 


Crafis by John Lowe, and Japanese Mythology Бу 


Julie: Piggott. 
that inspired the idea of the ladder brigade: Kozure 
ma, and Алис Виа: 


hore wore also two period manga 


202 


TOR та inr xz mA ner 
came from Everyday Life in Imperial Japan by Charles 
Dunn, reprinted as verday Life in Traditional 
Japan. It has a detailed section on БАО (present-day 
Tokyo) judiciary system, including the setup of the 
police system and the capturing of er 

sentencing, andexecution. Crimes for which the death 
sentence was invoked included murder, robbery. and 
adultery. Arsonists, who were much feared by People 
living in wood and paper homes, were burned alive. 
Degrees of banishment were also a punishment, from. 
exile toa distant island to exclusion from a particular 
neighborhood. House arrest and the restriction of 
libe 

shaving fa crim 


heir 


were also handed down as sen 


nal's hair. 


mprisonment was not a punishment; jail was merely 
а place to wait while guilt or innocence was decided, 
So great was the respectfor andfear of authority that, 
whenever a fire broke out in or near the jail, all the 
prisoners were immediately paroled on their own. 
recognizance with the expectation that they would 
turn themselves in once the emergency was over. 


The shirasu Ойсгайу “white sand”) was an area 
where р 
witnesses knelt 


taken after a confession. There, 
trate and gave 


prisoners heard their sentences. 


evidence, 


Executioners were selected from the eta class, the 
lowest social order. The executioner was given the 
clothes of the criminal, so care was taken that they 
not be ruined during the procedure. 


Japan Day by Day by Edward Morse is always а 
valuable resource. It gives two accounts of execu- 
tions by beheading, and contains illustrations of 
several gravestones. 1 gave Noodles а Buddhist 
gravestone as opposed to a Shinto one. which 
more "organic" as it shows th 

rock asit was quarried. 


Fre 


ТНЕ WRATH OF 

THE TANGLED SKEIN 

n the summer of 1153 the emperor had fallen ill 
(aed at nites біз Ihe ра 


and compl Le sê The, 
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nf UR ет ATH ОТИП ar 
h по Наума, were sent to investigate and 
killed а pue —a creature with the head ofa monkey, a 
badgers body, a tiger’ legs, and a snake Гога tail— 
which had descended from a black cloud onto the 
roof. The emperor soon recovered. 


миє is also the name of a variety of blackbird that is 
active at night and is regarded as an ill omen, 


The fanukî is a raccoon-like dog (Canis viverrinus 
Inyetereutes orprocyonides) often mistaken for a badger. 
It is a trickster in Japanese folktales, though it does 
havea very dark the story of “The Tanuki 
and the Rabbit,” in which it tricks a man into eating 
his wife for supper (а friendly rabbit gets revenge for 
hen). The ганийг pe-changer, and delights 
especially in assuming the form of a Buddhist priest 
(hoza) to lead unsuspecting travelers to their deaths. 
Statues of ний! are quite common. The балш is 
usually depicted standing, with a lotus leaf for a ha 
‘and holding a bill for sake rice wine) 


The inspiration for the “The Wrath of the Tangled 
Skein" came from a line in a Japanese documentary, 
The 


isa forest at the base of MI 


so convoluted that it is difficult to find the way back 
without help. tis a favorite location for suicides. 


Research for this story came from Yoshitashi's Thirty. 
Six Ghosts by John Stevenson: Japanese Mythology by. 
iggott: Japanese Ghosts and Demons, edited 

Addiss; Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan. 


LIGHTNING STRIKES TWICE 
Shine 

fashion 
century, when there was a series of highly successful 
puppet dramas glorifying the act. Lovers who could. 
mot marry due to family opposition, differences 
in class, and so on, chose suicide in the hopes that 
they would spend eternity together in the Buddhist 
paradise. Their bodies were often buried together. 
The authorities regarded shinja as а crime, and the 
corpseswere publicly exposed, as was the custom with 

to disgrace 

practice, Those who were unsuccessful 


ve particularly 


ble toward the end of the seventeenth 


executed criminal the dead and 
discourage th 


and survived su 


ide were from then on regarded 
‘nonhuman,” s small step above 
lass, as Ми had a hope of returning to. 
legitimate society 


as hinin, or 
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When he formally became shogun in 1603 
"Tokugawa leyasa moved the seat of govern 
ment from Kyoto to Ede (present-day Tokyo) 
He made the move to surround himself with his 
supporters, as he hailed from that arca, called the 
Kanto, He did it also because he believed that 
с arts and elegant 
and would corr 


Kyoto, with its devotion to fi 


living, was too decad pt his 


military followers. 


The last day of the year is called Omisoka. Joya is 
New Year's Eve. Temple bells ring out 108 times a 
midnight to announce the passing of the old yea 
and to welcome the new. There are 108 earthly 
desires, according to Buddhism, and the ringing 
releases people from all of them. Today people in 
Japan watch the rin 

much as those in the U.S. watch the dropping of! 

mes Square. 


of the bells on television, 
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feature Sten Sakai cover ан from issues етп анд sten of Mirage Pablishings Usagi 
series and issues one through six of Dark Horses Usagi Yojimbo Volume Three serie 
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BIOGRAPHY 


Stan Sakai 


Phao by Deer Laird 


Stan Sakai was born in Kyoto, Japan, grew up in Hawaii, and now livesin California 
with his wife Sharon, and two children, Hannah and Matthew. He received a Fine 
Ars degree rom the Uni 
College of Design in Pasadena, California. 


‘of Hawai анд furthered is studies Ап Cener 


His creation, Usagi Yojimbo, first appeared in comics in 1984. Since then, Usagi 
has been on television as a guest of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turles and has 
been made into toys, seen on clothing, and featured in a series of graphic novel, 
collections 


samurai in a futuristic 


Im 1991, Stan created Space бш, a series dealing 
seting, featuring the adventures оба descendant of the original Usagi. 


Stan is also an award-vinning ktterer fc his work on Sergio Aragonés Gro, the 
Spider-Man" Sunday newspaper strips, and Usagi Yojimbo. 


Stan is a recipient of a Parent? Choice Award, an Inkpot Award, за American 
Library Association Award, a Harvey Award, four Spanish Нахије Awards, and 
several Eisner Awards. In 2001 he recited the prestigious National Cartoonists 
Socie Award in the Comic Book Division: 


БИД, 


Г<лсі Хопмво 
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Books by Stan Sakai 


From Dark Horse Comics 
www.darkhorse.com 


Book 8: SHADES or DEATH 

Boox 9: Разно 

Book 10: Tar BRINK oF Lire AND Редти 
BOOK 11: SEASONS 

Book 12: GRASSCUTTER 

BOOK 13: GREY SHADOWS 

Book 14: DEMON Mask 

Book 15: GRASSCUTTER II — JOURNEY TO ATSUTA SHRINE 
Book 16: THE SHROUDED Moon 

Book 17: DUEL AT КІТАМОП 

Book 18: TRAVELS WITH JOTARO 

Book 19: FATHERS AND Sons 

BOOK 20: GLIMPSES OF DEATH 

Book 21: THE MOTHER OF MOUNTAINS 
Book 22: Tovogs STORY 

BOOK 23: BRIDGE OF TEARS 

BOOK 24: RETURN OF THE BLACK SOUL 
Space USAGI 

злс! Үолмво: окат 


From Fantagraphics Books 
www.fantagraphics.com 

Book 1: THE RONIN 

Book 2: SAMURAI 

Book 3: Тын WANDERER'S ROAD 

Book 4: THE DRAGON BELLOW CONSPIRACY 
Books: Lone Солт AND Km 

Воок 6: CIRCLES 

LAT IS ELAN 


DARK HORSE Comics, Inc. 


President and Publisher 
Мике RICHARDSON 


Chief Financial Officer 
Том У\Увьрьв 


Vice President of Business Development 
MICHAEL MARTENS 


Vice President of Marketing 
MICHA HERSHMAN 


Vice President of Information Technology 
Dave LAFOUNTAIN 


General Counsel 
Ken Lızzı 


Senior Managing Editor 
Scorr Аллле 


Art Director 
AN и дели 


Executive Vice President 
Меза. HANKERSON 


Vice President of Publishing 
RANDY STRADLEY 


Vice President of Business Affairs 
ANITA NELSON 


Vice President of Product Development 
Davip Scroccy 


Director of Purchasing 
DARLENE Мост 


Director of Scheduling 
Cara NIECE 


Senior Books Editor 
CHRIS WARNER 


Director of Design and Production 
CARY GRAZZINI 


Editorial Director 
YE PL ЧАЈ 


ADAPTATION О 


USAGI 


YOJIMBO 


THe BRINK OF 


ПО Lire AND DEATH 
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А MASTERFUL 


то SEQUENTIAL Акт 


SAMURAI LEGEND 


Exorelsing demons 
ninja are part 

OF Miyamoto Usagi, an out oF work 
Samurai wandering the countryside 
fighting injustice and honing hi: 
spiritual and martial skills 


ind Aghiing ой 
Lparcel of the 


While journeying over mou 


into valleys, through towns and 
farmlands, and along нишка солма 
searching for harmony, Usagi faces a 
unique cast of characters: a village 


noodlemerchantj a demon-possessed 


of ba 


medicine peddier; and Inazuma, a 
More than 


secretive female samura 


danger — but It's ап in a days work 


IK the thin line 


Stan Sak 
holce Award, an Inkpot Анал 


larvey Award, four Spanish Нах 
American Library Asso 
n Award, several Fisner Awards 


Awards, 


са 

d the prestigious National Са 
toonlsts Society Award in the Comic 
Book Division, 


